in that interminable muddy line of deadlocked armies could
only be as the fleabite to the elephant, did not gratuitously
annoy each other. This was remarked far, far back at Head-
quarters, and though it did not lead to any brilliant strategic
scheme for a smashing break through, it possibly produced the
multigraphed list of questions which junior officers in the
front line were recommended to ask themselves, beginning with
cAm I offensive enough?'

Colonel Hobbs came plodding across the shell-pitted ground
in the dusk to inspect the front line, an almost biblical figure
with shepherdlike staff, long waterproof cape and steel
helmet. His underlip was long and pendulous, his mouth open,
his eyes were as empty of emotion under fire as at the head of
the mess table, with the port at his left hand. He was a little
deaf, and could only be startled when a shell, arriving unheard,
burst close to him; that rippled the surface even of his self-
mastery and made him jump.

He led us once up the Ypres road, through Flamertinghe,
into which gigantic shells were falling from the great Austrian
siege howitzers. It was like a walk to the electric chair. The
concentrated gaze of six hundred Sherwood Foresters was fixed
on Flamertinghe, visible from afar off, as the centipede that was
the battalion drew near on leaden feet. The regular timing of
the explosions showed that a 15-inch shell would fall while
the battalion was passing through Flamertinghe. If it fell plumb
on the battalion practically nothing would remain over. We
could well have been halted until a shell fell and then passed
through.

The colonel, erect and imperturbable, rode on as if going to
the meet. Dotted lines from six hundred pairs of eyes led to the
village ahead. The leading platoon, headed by myself, reached
the village, entered, had nearly traversed it when an express
train took wings and flew towards us. Nearly a ton of explosive-
laden metal came rushing through the air. We marched
on, outwardly unmoved. A loud earthquake happened near at
hand, followed by a dead silence and then the patter-smack*